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I

nstitutions of higher education are sites of political
and social contestation (Giroux & Giroux, 2004).
With a history steeped in exclusion, segregation,
political unrest, and glacial-paced progress, it is
no surprise that educators within higher education
continue to experience and illuminate issues, such as
racism, colonization, and identity-based harm. The
imperialistic “establishment of U.S. higher education is
deeply rooted in racism/White supremacy, the vestiges of which remain palatable” (Patton-Davis, 2016,
p. 317), particularly under the divisiveness of today’s
presidential administration. The increasing familiarity
of hate crimes, microaggressions, land acquisition,
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and identity-based violence on today’s college campuses reinforces the pervasive and persistent nature
of racism and colonization in educational environments (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). These
actions and their systemic counterparts result in an
abundance of deleterious effects for students, faculty/
staff, and institutions alike (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013;
Goldrick-Rab, S., Kelchen, R. & Houle, J., 2014; Hamer &
Yang, 2015; Pollock, 2008; Shotton, Lowe, & Waterman,
2013; Solorzano & Yosso, 2000). Knowing this, leaders
within higher education must prepare to meet these
realities directly should they wish to succeed and
serve the communities they lead.

Association Leadership and Priorities
To prepare students and staff for navigating diverse
challenges, educators often rely on the direction, guidance, and thought leadership produced via professional associations. These associations serve as spaces
for professional development, growth, and learning.
They also shape the norms and practices within higher
education by sponsoring seminal research, informing graduate preparation curricula (e.g., the use of
the ACPA & NASPA professional competencies), and
defining standards for successful practice (American
College Personnel Association & National Association
of Student Personnel Administrators, 2015; Evans &
Reason, 2001; Nuss, 1993). As such, those involved in
professional associations play a crucial role in determining the priorities of higher education.
In the field of student affairs, these priorities have historically reflected a commitment to student learning,
holistic student development, and student success.
Fundamental, association-sponsored publications,
including the The Student Personnel Point of View
(American Council on Education, 1937; American
Council on Education, 1949), The Student Learning
Imperative (American College Personnel Association,
1996), and Learning Reconsidered and Learning Reconsidered 2 (Keeling, 2004; Keeling, 2006), enthusiastically support these pragmatic priorities and reinforce
the consistent preparation and professionalization of
student affairs professionals. While both important
and necessary for informed and grounded practice,
the priorities of higher education associations must
broaden to address the
present-day realities of
racism and colonization.
Without a commitment to
racial justice and decolonization, commitments to
student learning, development, and success will
only serve to perpetuate
opportunity gaps and
status quo learning
environments within the
academy.
This work has not been realized within educational
practice and scholarship.
Veritably, recent scholarship has affirmed the
ways in which educational research has actively
ignored, subverted, or
reinforced the effects of
dominant and oppressive
ideologies (Harper, 2012;

Patel, 2016). It is time to reimagine our commitments
within higher education. As educators and scholars
seek to meet the needs of an ever-diversifying student
body, facing an ever-increasing barrage of settler-logic
(Patel, 2016) and racialized harm, it is time for professional associations and those involved in these organizations to adopt a new and critical lens through which
to view, sponsor, and advance research, practice, and
priorities.
Although few research exists on the role of educators
and their involvement in professional associations
extending beyond historical accounts or the value
involvement plays in socialization and career advancement (Chernow, Cooper, & Winston, 2003; Gardner &
Barnes, 2007; Young, 1993), we believe such settings
are prime locations from which to explore the experiences and potential for critical association leadership.
By invoking an applied critical leadership framework
among association leaders (Santamaria & Santamaria,
2012), educators stand to oppose status-quo leadership within the field’s professional associations. Rather
than maintain business-as-usual approaches, association leaders can pivot away from passé practices, and
instead, boldly advance strategic priorities addressing
the exigent and harmful realities racism and colonization impart within campuses.
Purpose
The purpose of this article is to explore what critical
association leadership looks like using the authors’
own experience within ACPA-College Student Educators International, as we
embarked on employing
a Strategic Imperative for
Racial Justice and Decolonization within the
association beginning in
2016. As members of the
association’s governing
board and assembly leadership, both authors hold
power and opportunity to
employ critical leadership
initiatives, each through
their unique and varying
social identities. As both a
black, cisgender, straight,
able-bodied man, and
a white, cisgender, gay,
able-bodied woman, our
collective positionalities
inform our employment
as both a faculty member and practitioner, our
understanding of critical
association leadership,

By invoking an applied
critical leadership
framework among
association leaders
(Santamaria &
Santamaria, 2012),
educators stand to
oppose status-quo
leadership within the
field’s professional
associations.
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and the ways in which we lead. Our commitment to
ACPA spans over 25 combined-years of membership
and affirms our belief in the potential of the association to enact social change and impact the field of
higher education.
By centering racial justice, which we define as “reducing the oppression of communities of color at the intersections of their identities” (ACPA, 2016, para. 1) and
decolonization, that is, the “repatriation of Indigenous
land and life” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 1), both authors
attempt to shift organizational norms within association practices and employ strategies aligned with the
emergent theory of critical applied leadership. We do
so through broadening dialogues about racial healing and self-care, engaging the tensions surrounding
education on whiteness, and unabashedly striving
to name and situate racial justice and decolonization
as unequivocal parts of our work as educators. Our
labors seek to uplift, embolden, and give voice to the
resiliency, resistance, and reclamation efforts of critical
association leaders.
By engaging in verbal conversations and written
dialogue to explore the tenets of Santamaria and
Santamaria’s (2012) applied critical leadership theory
as informed by transformational leadership, critical
pedagogy, and Critical Race Theory (CRT)/Tribal Critical
Race Theory (Tribal Crit), the authors seek to unmask
the nuanced efforts needed to advance association
priorities related to racial justice and decolonization,
thereby paving the way for bold, critical association
leadership across a multitude of higher education
organizations. To begin, we offer a brief introduction to
the work of ACPA and describe the process of center10

ing a Strategic Imperative
for Racial Justice and Decolonization. Next, we outline
the formative theoretical
frameworks underlying applied critical leadership and
use dialogue to explore the
ways in which ACPA’s Strategic Imperative and our
individual roles make use
of these three frameworks.
We conclude by outlining
implications for future
scholarship and practice for
those seeking to make use
of these frameworks within
their own association-based
roles. We hope these conversations spur new ideas,
thought leadership, and
priorities within the field
of higher education and its
associations.

Overview of ACPA’s Strategic Imperative
for Racial Justice and Decolonization
ACPA: College Student Educators International is a
professional organization that centers the needs of
student affairs educators (i.e., those who work on
college and university campuses in various co-curricular offices). The mission of ACPA is to center student
learning through its programs, practices, and scholarship (ACPA Mission, Vision, and Values, n.d.). Its leadership structure is comprised of 12 Governing Board
members and five Assembly members. The Board is
comprised of a presidential trio (i.e. vice president,
president, and past president), five Directors (i.e.,
equity and inclusion, external relations, membership,
professional development, research and scholarship),
four member-at-large positions (i.e., faculty, entry-level, mid-level, senior-level), and the Executive Director
(ACPA Governing Board, n.d.). The Governing Board
provides direction for the association, correspondence
to members on key policy and societal happenings,
and assumes fiduciary responsibility for the association.
In November 2016, ACPA’s Governing Board held a
retreat in Washington, DC to discuss key issues affecting the association and to build relationships among
newly elected board members. With the help of an
external facilitator, the Board identified and narrowed
several core issues with which ACPA and its membership were grappling. Repeatedly, race and racism
emerged. Many attendees asserted their belief that
people of color were hurting and fearful of their lives
amid more visible police brutality directed toward

black and brown bodies (e.g., Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Alton Sterling, Tamir Rice). These actions,
combined with the rise of racist rhetoric and violence
during the 2016 Presidential campaign, created an
urgent need on our campuses and for our members. Student affairs educators and students needed
immediate guidance and leadership to address these
issues. Consequently, ACPA’s Governing Board decided to center the experiences of people of color in the
association and embarked on pursuing what we called
the Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice.
To ground this imperative and summarize its intent to
members, ACPA and statement author, Dian Squire,
released the below statement shortly after our retreat:

As educators and
scholars seek to meet the
needs of an everdiversifying student body,
facing ever-increasing
harm, we can no longer
view our professional
participation through
passive, ahistorical,
career-serving, or
environmentally
neutral lenses.
ACPA will direct resources, energy, and time
toward addressing racial justice in student affairs
and higher education around the world. Our lens
is intersectional, intentional, and directed. The
focus is on reducing the oppression of communities of color at the intersections of their identities,
knowing that all oppressions are linked and that
the work is ongoing. Our goal is to provide leading
research and scholarship; tools for personal, professional, and career development; and innovative
praxis opportunities for members that will actively
inform and reshape higher education. We move
toward this goal knowing that the roles and daily

tasks of our jobs are important to the functioning
of colleges and universities. We also know that
racial justice and the tasks of our jobs do not sit as
dichotomous poles. Racial justice is at our core; it
underlies the work we each must do every day, in
every way we can (ACPA Strategic Imperative for
Racial Justice and Decolonization, 2016, para. 1).
Broadening the Imperative
The release of this statement propelled our commitment forward. With excitement and trepidation, we
boldly named this commitment to our members,
stakeholders, and the greater public. Little did we
know that by doing so, our priorities would give way
to an important and critical shift in the very nature
of the Imperative. As Governing Board members, we
naively believed each of our members had a race, and
thus, everyone should see their fit within this Imperative even if race was not a salient identity for some
of our members (e.g., white people). Yet, shortly after
unveiling this new direction, we received feedback
from several Native American members indicating
that racial justice did not fully capture or reflect their
identities and experiences as Native Peoples.
Given the ways in which Native and First-Peoples have
been colonized, these identities more often reflect a
more complex, politicized, and liminal space, one that
is not necessarily racialized (Brayboy, 2005). As a result
of this feedback, we expanded the Imperative to be
more inclusive of Native, Aboriginal, and First-People’s
experiences, thus resulting in our more aptly named
Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization. The goal of ACPA’s Imperative is to dismantle
systems of oppression that impact people of color and
Native Peoples and move toward racial justice and
decolonizing practices that reflect more collaboration,
non-hierarchy, and respect of different voices, knowledge, and positionalities. This work requires reflexivity, compassion, and an understanding of our own
capacity to learn and grow. These themes, indicative
of our own voices and stories as association leaders,
are shared below through the form of story as a means
to illustrate the type of self-work and shifts that took
place during the formation and implementation of
ACPA’s Imperative.
The below vignettes capture snapshots of the authors’
personal reflections and experiences from January
2017 to January 2018. These written accounts, while
composed for the purposes of this article, represent
the most salient individual, summative stories resulting from numerous in-person conversations, emails,
conference calls, and text messages regarding ACPA’s
Imperative and its implementation. To give voice to
our reflections within this piece, each author took
turns writing the stories below by journaling, forward11
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ing entries via email following their composition, and
then responding in kind; thereby, mimicking a delayed, yet powerful dialogue. The tenets of critical applied leadership provided focus to our reflections and
served as a mirror through which to view our work.
Each author spent significant time in both personal
reflection and community with each other as a result
of this back-and-forth technique. The resulting dialogue offered both authors a deeper understanding of
critical association leadership and pushed forward our
own commitments to continuing this work.
Stephen composed the first story when reflecting on
ACPA’s initial release of the Strategic Imperative for
Racial Justice.
Stephen’s Story as ACPA President, 2017-18
“How could I have not known? I mean, how could I have
not known? I feel so stupid, embarrassed, and alone. I
feel ashamed.” These four sentences reflect my internal
self-talk following a conversation I had with an ACPA
member who identifies as Native American where this
person shared why racial justice does not reflect his experiences and how the Imperative was silencing his body
and identity as Native. In an effort to understand, I asked
this person to share more about his experiences and
immediately felt guilt over asking someone to provide
this labor for me. This person painstakingly took time
to explain the history of colonization and politicization
among Native Peoples and suggested a reading for me
to learn more. I left this conversation so downtrodden.
I also felt defensive. “My intent was not to leave out the
experiences of Native folks. I just didn’t know. Didn’t this
person know ME? Didn’t he understand my intent -- that I
am genuine and care and am a good person?” I exhibited
so many of the feelings I often get frustrated by from my
white colleagues and friends. Here I was, President of this
association, knowledgeable about racial issues, a seen
expert, and yet, I had failed miserably. I did not deserve
to be a President if I made such a blunder. I am often my
harshest critic, and this experience only fomented my
shame and self-criticism. I wallowed in self-pity. I blamed
myself. I isolated myself.
Then, I had a conversation with a good friend and with
the vice president and past president on the Governing
Board, and processing helped me begin to lessen being
so hard on myself, pick myself up, and determine how to
act and move forward. This process began with forgiving
myself and extending myself grace, the same grace that
I extend to so many others in my spheres. Next, I worked
to not own all of the pain of this particular person. This
did not mean I did not accept my role in furthering his
pain. And, some of his pain is tied to a long history that
also extends beyond me. So, I needed to determine what
part of that pain for which I am responsible and the part
that is not mine to hold. This was a difficult process and
12
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took reflection, forgiveness, grace, and more of the same.
I also talked with my counselor about this, and he helped
me develop strategies for reducing my negative self-talk
by noting when it is happening and not immediately
judging it. Finally, I moved forward. I developed a tangible action in which I could engage to move forward. That
action was revising the Imperative to be more inclusive
and seeking feedback from those I trusted. I also processed with a friend who identifies as Native. Our previous relationship enabled her to extend me grace, be firm,
bold, and direct in her comments, while also allowing
room for me to ask those questions I deemed silly and did
not want to further labor the emalier about.”
Our Operational Truths
Following the revision of the Strategic Imperative to
be inclusive of decolonization, we determined the
need to develop some assumptions to guide our work.
Our goal was not to engage in arguments or debates
with colleagues about whether racism and colonization were real, but instead, to take these as the normal,
everyday experiences of people of color and Native
Peoples. As such, ACPA (2016) developed the following
Operational Truths:
1. All forms of oppression are linked.
2. Racism and colonization are real, present, enduring, intersectional, and systemic forms of oppression.
3. Racism and colonization have informed the experience of all of us in higher education.
4. Advocacy and social change require us to work
to dismantle racism and colonization in higher
education.
5. Our collective education, research and scholarship, advocacy, and capacity will create positive
change in higher education.
6. We believe in and have hope for our individual
capacity, desire, and drive to grow, learn, and
change.
These operational truths, our guiding statement, and
a unified commitment to advancing our Imperative
pushed us forward and required us to shift our focus
toward the enactment of these priorities. The work
had only just begun.

Overview of Critical Leadership
Perspectives
The above overview of ACPA’s Strategic Imperative for
Racial Justice and Decolonization serves to contextualize and situate one example of what we will heretofore
refer to as applied critical leadership. This work and the
theoretical discussion that follows, is an imperfect, yet
illustrative, example of the ways in which association
leaders can make use of critical perspectives to realize
their agency, question taken-for-granted practices, and lead in new ways in order to advance social

change within professional associations.
At present, it is unlikely most leaders view their professional involvement through a critical perspective.
And yet, the majority of educators pursue association
involvement in some capacity throughout the course
of their career. As educators and scholars seek to meet
the needs of an ever-diversifying student body, facing
ever-increasing harm, we can no longer view our
professional participation through passive, ahistorical, career-serving, or environmentally neutral lenses.
Consequently, the below discussion offers a different
perspective, pushing educators to view their involvement, leadership, and contributions to professional
associations critically, and with an eye toward liberatory change.
An increasing number of
frameworks exist from
which to view leadership
from a critical perspective
(Dugan, 2017). A review
of these frameworks is
beyond the scope of this
article, however, many
characteristics within these
frameworks are reflected
in the forthcoming discussion. Indeed, our hope is
that the below discussion,
focused on applied critical
leadership, offers readers
new tools and considerations for practice. Readers
are encouraged to use
these concepts alongside pre-existing critical
leadership theories, recognizing that the utilization
of multiple frameworks is often most effective when
instituting change (Dugan, 2017; Kezar, 2013).

Applied Critical Leadership
Applied critical leadership, as outlined by Santamaria
and Santamaria (2012), is an emergent theoretical
framework through which leaders can view their involvement and leadership in professional associations.
The framework is built upon the theoretical foundations and principles found within transformational
leadership and critical pedagogy as viewed through
Critical Race Theory (CRT) and/or Tribal Critical Race
Theory (Tribal Crit). The framework is defined by
Santamaria and Santamaria (2012) as a “strengthsbased model of leadership practice where educational
leaders consider the social context of their educational
communities and empower individual members of
these communities based on the educational leaders’
identities as perceived through a CRT lens” ( p. 5). Char-

acteristics inherent in this framework include a leader’s
willingness to engage in critical conversations, lead in
unconventional or new ways, honor all members of
their constituency, make empirical contributions and
add authentic research-based information to academic discourse about underserved groups, and use
consensus- building as a preferred strategy for decision-making (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2012).
The theoretical frameworks (i.e., transformational
leadership, critical pedagogy, CRT) informing applied
critical leadership can be found below in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1. Theoretical Framework Underlying Applied
Critical Leadership (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2012, p.
8)

These frameworks, explored in greater detail below,
guide and underlie the practice of critical applied
leadership. The resulting outcome of adopting this
perspective is described more fully by Santamaria and
Santamaria (2012):
This conceptualization pushes educational leaders’
thinking about leadership for social justice toward
thinking about leadership practice as viewed
through the lens of critical race theory. This
“thinking” about leadership practice will eventually result in applied critical leadership. Applied
critical leadership is the emancipatory practice of
choosing to address educational issues and challenges using a critical race perspective to enact
context-specific change in response to power,
domination, access, and achievement imbalances,
resulting in improved academic achievement for
learners. (p. 7)
To begin our own “thinking” about critical applied
leadership and extend these concepts within the
13

SPECIAL ISSUE OCTOBER 2018:

(CONTINUED) Aho & Quaye: Applied Critical Leadership

context of ACPA’s Strategic Imperative for Racial
Justice and Decolonization, we start by reflecting on
our experiences by means of exploring key principles
of transformational leadership, critical pedagogy, and
CRT/Tribal Crit.
Exploring Principles of
Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership is driven by key principles
relating to a leader’s ability to engage and empower
people to go above and beyond within their organizations or institutions.
This kind of leadership
requires leaders to role
model the behaviors
they seek among their
membership, maintain a
focus on the redistribution of power, prioritize
transparency in their
leadership, and focus
on educational change
(Bass, 1985; Santamaria
& Santamaria, 2012). This
approach to leadership is
inspiring, collaborative,
and supportive. “To this
end, transformational
leadership has a moral imperative wherein leaders
aim to destroy old ways of
life to make ways for new
ways of life, while articulating vision and values to keep empowered followers
on a unified path” (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2012, p.
3).

Resilience, Resistance, & Reclamation
modeling this work would be complicated and would no
doubt require time, effort, and patience.
If we expected our members and entity groups to work
towards racial justice and decolonization, I knew it was
critical for us to model the way. Yet, as a young, white,
gay, cis-gender woman serving this association, I felt
almost at a loss about how to begin. I just knew I had to
do something. “Doing something” became my mantra
of sorts as we moved into the first few months of implementing this imperative. I volunteered to craft timelines,
joined reading groups, and facilitated focus-groups at
our annual convention. I tried to say yes to as much as I
could. I knew I couldn’t sit
back. I had to do something.

To push past ambiguity,
fear, and anxiety requires
vulnerably stepping
forward not always
knowing what lies ahead.
In doing so, our boldness
and actions resist the
status quo.

The below dialogue explores principles of transformational leadership within the context of ACPA’s early
adoption of the Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice
and Decolonization:
ACPA connections (Rachel). After the Governing Board
decided to adopt the Strategic Imperative for Racial
Justice and Decolonization, I was left with many questions about what came next. What did racial justice and
decolonization look like in ACPA? Did we have resources
to support this work? What types of work should be prioritized? How should we share this with our members? And
most importantly, where did we start? I felt energized
and inspired by what I believed to be a necessary change
within our association and at the same time unsure
of the steps to come. I knew that as an association, we
had a monumental task ahead of us. We were centering
something new, while at the same time sustaining a
commitment to our mission, vision, and values. The nuances of communicating ACPA’s Imperative, nonetheless,
14

Little did I know this would
also become my mantra
when working with ACPA
members, particularly
white members, as they
struggled with similar
questions about “what
to do!?” The Imperative
urged members to act, and
yet, many white members
didn’t know (and still don’t
know) where to start. They
wanted a checklist, a roadmap, a guide, and expectations. I’ll admit, I wanted
these, too, yet I knew they
didn’t exist. If they did, we
would have solved racism
and colonization a long time ago (or at least I hope so).
As a board, we began to name this tension, remaining transparent in our thinking, communications, and
conversations. We needed to be unified and remain clear
about our intentions. While a step-by-step guide to racial
justice and decolonization didn’t exist, we believed action
and progress were possible. The Imperative, as written,
called us act, urged us to act, and willed us to act. We
simply needed to start by doing something. Naming race.
Talking about it. Reading about decolonization. Showing
up for a webinar. Something.
ACPA connections (Stephen). As vice president and
then president of ACPA as we moved this Imperative
forward, I felt an immense pressure to get it right. I knew
that given my blackness, folks would be looking at me
for the answers. And I felt this immense pressure to not
mess up, knowing that the stakes were high. If I messed
up, it would give the resisters evidence to prove that this
Imperative was flawed from the beginning. As I communicated messages to our members, I poured over every
word, making sure the message was clear, error-free, and
perfect. I felt scared, sometimes immobile, and unsure of

what moving forward meant. And yet, I knew we had to
do something, like Rachel suggested.
For me, doing something meant sharing vulnerably and
embracing the messiness and messing up. It meant owning my mistakes, modeling the way, and still engaging
even in the face of uncertainty. It also meant being transparent with members that we are working to figure out
the Imperative, don’t have all the answers, and yet, invite
them to engage within their own circles and spheres. It
also meant being transparent about missteps and working to engage and do differently the next time.
ACPA connections (Rachel). This process is messy, and
there is no infallible path forward, I agree. To push past
ambiguity, fear, and anxiety requires vulnerably stepping
forward not always knowing what lies ahead. In doing
so, our boldness and actions resist the status quo. While
demanding and taxing, particularly for our members of
color and Native members, I appreciate how often I see
myself and others come back to the table to re-engage,
reimagine, and reinforce our
original commitments.
Each time one of our members
calls to question a process,
shares a new resource, or
thinks differently about how to
carry out an annual task under
the Imperative, I find myself
encouraged and empowered
to take another step. Modeling
the way and ushering forward
change are not static events
within critical association
leadership, rather they are
ongoing and require time, energy, and risk-taking. Creating
something new and reimagining new ways of doing are
collective tasks that necessitate
individual engagement from
the broadest cross-sections of
our communities. Thus, to lead
in transformational ways, we
cannot go at this alone. We all
must do something.
Exploring Practices of
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy is set upon the belief that education
can be liberatory and emancipatory. These concepts,
reflective of Paulo Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, support the idea that education can give
rise to a critical consciousness and disrupt structures
of power and domination. Within educational settings,
Giroux noted: “critical pedagogy is concerned with
restructuring traditional relationships in learning com-

munities to a point where new knowledge, grounded
in collective experiences of teaching and learning
community members, is produced through meaningful dialogue” (as cited in Santamaria & Santamaria,
2012, p. 4). Both critical pedagogy and transformational leadership attend to the value of collaborative
relationships, social context, and the redistribution of
power.
The below dialogue explores practices of critical pedagogy within the context of ACPA’s Governing Board
Retreat in November 2016 (during which the Imperative was initially created) and ACPA’s July 2017 Leadership Meeting (during which the Imperative was shared
with all ACPA entity leaders):
ACPA connections (Stephen). We began this dialogue
at the aforementioned November 2016 retreat. In this
space, we engaged fully, authentically, and even sometimes cautiously. We had not built trust with each other

Image by Natalie Battaglia

yet, and so we stumbled, were silent, and unsure of what
to say at times. Some people left the space full of emotion and needing to reflect on their thoughts, and yet we
continued in the messiness. Dialogue was such a central
component of our process. We had to resist the urge to be
right and view others as wrong. We needed to seek new
understanding about this Imperative and embrace new
language. It was risky to announce this new Imperative
to members, for fear of immediate critiques or getting it
“wrong.” And yet, we needed to think differently about
15
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how we related to each other and model that. We were
concerned with fundamentally reshaping society to be
more inclusive of people of color and Native Peoples.
As such, we needed to engage with each other first and
build that trust.
ACPA connections (Rachel). After our November retreat, I knew that our conversations had only just begun.
I felt a bond with those who were present at this retreat,
but knew that this group represented only a handful
of our total membership. There was a lot of work and
trust to be built across our association. Within ACPA,
these efforts started at our annual summer leadership
meeting. Here, not only our Board, but all ACPA entity
leaders would gather to learn about and begin the work
associated with our Imperative. To say this was a “make

Resilience, Resistance, & Reclamation
dialogue our leaders (and myself) were engaging in WAS
the work of racial justice and decolonization. Sharing
stories, developing a more critical consciousness, and
naming the social contexts of our day WAS part of the
work. Taking pause, as Patel (2016) describes, IS part of
the work.
Through this dialogue we disrupted the ways our association usually approached our time and once again
modeled how this practice could be used to move our
Imperative forward. Principles of critical pedagogy and
transformational leadership showed up in this way to
give rise to new knowledge, new ways of seeing our work,
and a newfound understanding about what this work
looked like in practice.
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or break” moment would be an understatement. If we
had any chance of moving this Imperative forward, we
needed the full support of all our association leaders.
To begin, we started with dialogue. Rather than create
bullet-point action plans, talk about assessing our success, or ruminate about whether or not this was the direction we should head, we paused, and turned to face one
another. Before all other things, we engaged in dialogue.
For someone as action-oriented as myself, the amount of
time we dedicated to dialogue was unnerving. My whiteness pushed me to hurry through our initial exercises (I
was on board--so let’s get to work!), and yet there was
no hurry. It took a while for me to recognize that the very
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ACPA connections (Stephen). So many of our
members craved tangible
action steps. “Okay, I am on
board with the Imperative.
Now what? What does that
mean for my day-to-day
work in student activities? Or,
in residence life” At times, I
became resistant to providing
these concrete steps. “I cannot
provide a 10-step process for
this work!” was my frustrated
reaction. I needed members
to embrace the power of
dialogue as action. I needed
them to engage this work in
their spheres. I needed them
to simply step up and do
something. At the same time,
I began to see the importance
of adopting a both/and
framework. I needed members to just do something
without guidance from the
Governing Board, and yet, we
also needed to provide some
direction and resources.

We created a curriculum resources committee where
members could bring and engage in dialogue about their
collective experiences in order to develop these resources.
We invited members across various social identities to
join and to engage with each other in dialogue. As Rachel
pointed out, there seemed to be a sense of urgency to
move quickly. And the very colonialist and racist structures we were seeking to dismantle often required us to
build relationships, invest time, and figure out what was
happening before developing solutions that were not
grounded in fully understanding the problem.
Exploring Tenets of Critical Race

Theory/Tribal Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged out of a set of legal
theories in the 1970s as a means to address and counter traditionally discriminatory, dominant, and inequitable social contexts (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Principles
and values of CRT include an understanding of the
pervasive and enduring nature of racism in society, the
importance of storytelling and experiential knowledge, a rejection of ahistorical practice, and a critique
of liberalism and colorblind practices (Crenshaw,
Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). CRT’s use in educational
settings has been emphasized as one way to advance
social justice and equity agendas, evaluate research,
and possibilities for practice in a variety of educational settings (Parker & Villapando, 2007; Santamaria &
Santamaria, 2012).
Emerging from CRT, Tribal Critical Race Theory (Tribal
Crit) focuses on the complex and political nature of
relationships between both Indigenous and governmental entities. “While CRT serves as a framework in
and of itself, it does not address the specific needs of
Tribal Peoples because it does not address American
Indians’ liminality as both legal/political and racialized
beings or the experience of colonization” (McKinley &
Brayboy, 2005, p. 429). Thus, Tribal Crit principles focus
on ideas such as the endemic nature of colonization,
the harmful impact of governmental policies on Indigenous people, and the customs, beliefs, and knowledge held by Native people (McKinley & Brayboy,
2005). Such theories and approaches are necessary
additions to CRT (see also: Latina/o Critical Race Theory; Stefancic, 1997) should educators wish to challenge
power structures inherent in racism and colonization
and view leadership through these lenses.
The dialogue below explores principles of CRT and
Tribal Crit both during and following ACPA’s July 2017
Leadership Meeting:
ACPA connections (Rachel). I started to hear stories.
On the main stage at ACPA’s Presidential Address, in
conference rooms during focus groups, and at the hotel
bar during our annual July Leadership training...I heard
stories. Powerful stories giving voice to the individual
and collective pain, struggle, and inequities faced by my
Native colleagues and colleagues of color. These stories
were bold, and they were brave. These stories and their
storytellers named the realities of race, racism, colonization, and imperialism both in our institutions and in our
association. While the stories were new to me, I have no
doubt they were all too familiar to them.
These stories were truths and these truths gave rise to a
list of six truths written by our Governing Board, thereby
grounding our focus and situating our understanding of

the work to come. We believed in the endemic nature of
racism and colonization, its harmful impact on higher
education, and our capacity to enact change.
It was not until later that I realized these truths so closely
reflected principles within CRT and Tribal Crit. Despite my
naiveté at the time, I’m glad they do. This further grounded my understanding, gave credence to the collective
understanding of our organization, and alerted me to the
tools available to me as I shifted from “doing something”,

The work of
racial justice and
decolonization is broad,
ongoing, multifaceted,
and situated amid the
overlapping spheres of
our sociopolitical contexts
and identities.
to determining what “something” could matter the most.
As a white educator, I have a choice about whether
or not to adopt a CRT and Tribal Crit lens. And yet, my
involvement in ACPA has reminded me of the necessity of
making this choice. As such, I know it is critical for me to
revisit, reflect, and uplift the stories, voices, and truths reflective of these theories. To do otherwise, is to relinquish
my agency and accept the status quo. I would rather
align myself with change.
ACPA connections (Stephen). Stories, stories, so many
stories. Stories of pain, of hurt, of violence, of vulnerability. Stories of living in bodies viewed as dangerous, as
hypervisible, and even as invisible. Rachel mentioned
hearing stories -- so many stories. How could I not hear
stories and act? How could I not reflect on my own stories? I needed to hear stories of those with whom I am less
familiar -- in this case, stories from our Native members.
Tribal Crit and CRT are not just theories. Stories are theoretical and vice versa. These theories developed out of a
need to hear stories that are often not heard in our white,
supremacist, patriarchal, colonialist culture.
As a black person, I, too, have a choice about whether or
17
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not to adopt a Tribal Crit lens. I can choose to center only
my blackness and not see my other dominant identities
as a cisgender, straight, educated, able-bodied person.
The times I have done that, though, I have fallen short of
what a decolonizing, intersectional lens means. And so, I
push myself to move beyond my lack of knowledge and
learn. I move from my awareness to action. In the hearing
of stories and doing something with those stories, I honor
the labor of the storytellers.
ACPA connections (Rachel). What do I do with the
stories that others so graciously and bravely shared?
Much like Stephen, I also asked myself what I needed to
do in order to honor these stories and the unpaid labor
that so often accompanied them? Surely, it would be
easier to simply listen, nod my head, and then move on,
but moving on in this case meant moving back to the
way things always had been done and reinforcing the
oppressive forces I sought to resist. As an aspiring critical
leader within our association I committed myself to leading differently, speaking differently, behaving differently,
and engaging differently in my role.
I wanted to employ an applied critical leadership lens
to my work and choose change. So instead of simply
nodding and smiling, I chose instead to raise questions,
read outside my white-washed bookshelf, investigate
new topics within my doctoral research, put forward new
policies within my professional practice, and make way
for ACPA’s Strategic Imperative to take up space within
my day to day life. Alongside the work of many others in
ACPA, I aim to address what has long been pushed aside
in the history of our scholarship and practice. Instead, I
aim to center racial justice and decolonization, as a way
to advance social justice, equity, and new possibilities
for practice. To those of you
reading...I ask you to join me.
I ask you to join us.

Resilience, Resistance, & Reclamation
periences. As authors, we could have explored any of
our stories through all three frameworks, and our hope
is that through our conversational progression, readers can also identify the intentionally blurred, co-informed nature of these pieces. The resulting outcome,
as seen through our examples, re-emphasize the key
characteristics of applied critical leadership, including
a willingness to engage in critical conversations, lead
in innovative new ways, honor members of their constituency, make empirical contributions, and lead by
example through the strengths of our social identities
and positionalities (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2012).

Critiques of Applied Critical Leadership
Adopting an applied critical leadership framework
necessitates that people maximize opportunities for
change and take risks to advance principles of social
justice. In addition to the characteristics highlighted above, Santamaria and Santamaria (2012) also
encourage leaders to build trust with resistant constituents, engage in interest convergence through
consensus- building, and remain conscious of fulfilling
identity-based stereotypes. Such recommendations,
while not without their merit in particular situations,
may lean too heavily on satisficing white constituents
and unfairly imply that the impetus for change rests
more squarely on the labor and efforts of people of
color and Native Peoples. Although Santamaria and
Santamaria address this concern by stating that leadership efforts should be shared, perhaps the call for
white professionals to enact critical leadership within
their work is not strong enough. Thus, our assumption

is that such efforts for critical applied leadership be
enacted, in full, by all professional association leaders.
We provide implications and recommendations for
practice for doing so below.

Implications for Practice and Conclusion
As noted within this article, it is impossible to compile
a step-by-step guide that wholly captures the work of
racial justice and decolonization in professional
associations, and yet, this
work is needed now more
than ever. The effects of
racism and colonization
continue to persist and
their harmful impacts are
impressed upon students,
faculty, and staff members. “ACPA’s Strategic
Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization
represents a powerful call
to reframe and recognize
the centrality of racism
and settler colonialism in
higher education, and to
work toward restorative
and transformative justice
in the student affairs
profession” (Poon, 2018,
p. 18). As leaders in higher
education, and involved
members of higher education associations, we
must prepare to address these realities and demonstrate applied critical leadership.

Do something that
matters, do something
that disrupts the status
quo, do something that
realigns the priorities of
our field with the
realities of our world, and
that gives way to new and
more just practices. Do
that kind of something.

The work of racial justice and decolonization is broad,
ongoing, multifaceted, and situated amid the overlapping spheres of our sociopolitical contexts and
identities. While numerous opportunities exist for
future scholarship to explore this type of critical association work, its utilization in practice is needed now.
Thus, our hope is that the initial work of ACPA and our
individual reflections within this article make visible
new pathways for the utilization of Santamaria and
Santamaria’s (2012) applied critical leadership framework. With hope, these pathways prompt educational
leaders to enact their association involvement differ-

Putting it All Together
The above dialogue offers
a deconstructed demonstration of applied critical
leadership’s three underlying frameworks (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2012).
While separated in text for
ease of understanding and
alignment with the applied
critical leadership model, the
interplay among transformational leadership principles and critical pedagogy
practices as viewed through
a CRT/Tribal Crit lens were
very much interwoven
throughout each of these ex-

ently.
Our professional associations are “sites of opportunity”
whereby possibility exists to “alter human probabilities” (Katznelson, 2017, p. 184). Whether involvement
takes place as a conference attendee, committee
member, fundraiser, volunteer, presenter, discussant,
or board member, each role affords professionals with
some agency for change. The unique and diverse ways
in which association involvement takes place allows
for leaders to advance
racial justice and decolonization through a variety
of pathways, to alter
probabilities, and advance
justice.
While power and dominance undoubtedly show
up in professional association work, we assert the
belief that each person
has power to recognize
their agency via applied
critical leadership in some
way. Whether done by
choosing to engage in
critical dialogue, name
racism and colonization
when it appears in association practices, revisit
conference keynote plans
to lift up new voices, submit a program that views
practice through a CRT/
Tribal Crit lens, secure
funding to sponsor scholarship around racial justice
and decolonization, or advance board-level conversations to center racial justice and decolonization at
the association-wide level, we urge professionals to
choose something. Do something that matters, do
something that disrupts the status quo, do something
that realigns the priorities of our field with the realities
of our world, and that gives way to new and more just
practices. Do that kind of something.
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